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With a gift for playing extreme characters, pushing 
boundaries and difficult emotions, no wonder 

Evan Peters is having an existential crisis.  
But as the big roles approach, he says,  

there’s no place he’d rather be 

Text Eve Barlow Styling Gary Armstrong Photography Jackie Nickerson
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‘When I was in Michigan, I would 
look out west and hope and dream. 
I wanted to be an actor. Every night 
I would do it. And here I am. Sort of’

hat’s eating Evan Peters? In a half-empty 
Italian diner in East Hollywood, he’s spent most 
of our interview on a bright January afternoon 
cracking dry jokes, but there’s something 
melancholy about his demeanour. The 32-year-
old star of TV and film has enjoyed a steady 
trajectory of roles in some of this decade’s 
bigger blockbusters and cult series, but without 
that one watershed moment – yet – to elevate 
him to Hollywood’s A-list. As an actor his job 
is to work through emotion. Today, Peters 
appears to be working through something, as he 
contemplates his biggest learning arc thus far. 
But as the bittersweet classic Smile by Nat King 
Cole travels through the air with its lyrics ‘Smile 
though your heart is aching,’ he seems on the 
verge of an existential crisis. ‘I’m gonna cry right 
now,’ he says with a laugh, roused by a flourish 
of strings. He seems neither happy, nor sad, but 
simply uncertain. ‘God, I wonder.’

You may recognise Peters from his work on 
FX schlock masterpiece American Horror Story, 
or his role as speedy mutant Quicksilver in the 
X-Men movies (to be reprised this summer 
in X-Men: Dark Phoenix), or on the fabulously 
heartfelt ballroom-scene drama Pose. Perhaps 
you saw him anchor his biggest feature film yet 
last year as real-life criminal Warren Lipka in 
heist caper American Animals. His star is still 
on the rise, and here in this hushed restaurant 

he comes across as ambitious but patient. 
While breakout peers such as Lucas Hedges 
and Timothée Chalamet are almost a decade his 
junior, Peters has been familiarising himself with 
the lay of Hollywood’s land for half his life, and 
he’s never been distracted by the city’s seedier 
underbelly. When his next chance comes, he’s 
going to be amply equipped to handle it.

‘I don’t know what I’ve learned,’ he concludes 
after further pontificating. ‘What is that phrase? 
“Luck is when preparation meets opportunity?” 
The business is so unpredictable. A lot of it is 
luck and you wanna be prepared, but I’ve learned 
that you can overprepare. You have to throw it up 

to the gods sometimes and say: “What the hell!”  
I don’t know what’s gonna happen. I have to 
go into the unknown and hope for the best.’ He 
chews on his gum between sips of water. ‘This 
song is really fucking with me right now.’

The appeal of Peters is that he has just enough 
charisma to turn your head, but not too much to 
threaten the everyman dude in the next booth. 
Reclining in a plain white T-shirt, and a pair 
of loose jeans, there is nothing arty about him 
despite his very daring onscreen roles. On his 
right hand there’s a faded red stamp mark. Where 
was he last night? ‘Oh, that’s a tattoo,’ he answers, 
almost rolling his eyes. ‘So embarrassing.  
I’ve been going to the same party since 2009,’ 
he jokes. It’s unfortunate-looking; a thumbs-
up that reminds you of a Facebook like. ‘I don’t 
know what I was thinking. I gotta get it removed 
because I constantly get asked: “Where were 
you last night?”’ He also got a tattoo that says  
‘Mom’ the same day but he doesn’t want to get 
that one removed. Without her he would never 
have come to Hollywood.

When Peters was 15 he moved here. Born in 
the Midwest city of St Louis, Missouri, he’s the 
youngest of three. Raised Catholic by his parents 
but never in a way that debilitated his awareness 
of pop culture — and even video nasties (‘my 
sister showed me Hellraiser when I was four!’) 
— they moved to Michigan when Peters was 14. 
His dad had to relocate for work. He doesn’t have 
many memories. He was a self-described ‘jerk-
off ’ in school but ‘wasn’t quite a Mean Girl’. After 
classes he’d gorge on films. ‘The classics!’ he says, 
with nostalgic enthusiasm. ‘My brother was so 
sick of The Little Mermaid and Tommy Boy.’

Peters became more serious about acting in 
Michigan. He worshipped the Disney channel, 
particularly the Olsen twins on So Little Time 
and Shia LaBeouf on Even Stevens. ‘I really 
wanted to be on one of those shows,’ he says.  
‘I loved Shia. I loved the Olsen twins. I wanted to 
work with them, be buddies and be an actor. How 
the hell was I gonna do that? I went to the Yellow 
Pages, I went on Ask Jeeves. Do you remember 
Ask Jeeves?’ He picks up his iPhone. ‘Siri, is 
Jeeves still there?’

Signing up to a local agency, he started acting 
classes at the age of 15, got a coach, did the 
headshot. His audition tape made it to a manager 
in LA. And so he asked his mother what she 
thought of trying Hollywood on for size. ‘She was 
like, “Sure! It’s freezing here, let’s get the hell out!” 
So we went to California and took it a year at  
a time. It was a gamble and a whim. It was hard.’ 

Even now, Peters finds it difficult to explain 
the logic behind the decision – because there 
wasn’t anything remotely logical about it. ‘It’s 
weird, right?’ he says. ‘This is cheesy but when  
I was in Michigan, I would look out west and hope  
and dream. I wanted to be out here, I wanted  
to be an actor. Every night I would do it. And  
here I am. Sort of.’

000 000



Black cotton denim 
over-shirt with Kaws bee 
embroideries and jewel 
patches and white flower 
print silk shirt (just 
seen) both by DIOR

000 000



Pink technical film 
transparent over-shirt, 

white and silver stripe 
Lurex and silk-poplin 

shirt, black cotton drill 
chinos with gold ‘gothic CD’ 

embroidery, black stone-
and-metal link bracelets 

and ‘Christian Dior’ cotton 
canvas and brass-buckle 

belt, all by DIOR

000 000



Groomer Eliot McQueen Photographer’s assistant Mat Kay

sounding delighted. ‘She’s incredible. Both her 
and Ryan Murphy have a creative genius. They 
are so able to create great stuff in the moment. 
Not crappy ideas. Amazing ideas.’ Working with 
Gaga was scary for Peters. ‘You never know what 
she’s gonna do!’ he laughs.

Despite all the gory fun, in an interview last 
summer Peters’ sounded as though the thrills of 
Murphy’s creations were becoming too taxing 
for his psyche. ‘It’s hurting my soul and Evan 
as a person,’ he said back then. ‘I’m sick. I don’t 
feel good.’ Perhaps some of that stemmed from 
how close to the bone certain storylines were, 
particularly in American Horror Story. Some 
of the heaviest lifting came when he played the 
tyrannical Kai in Season 7, Cult, which held 
up a mirror to American society, focusing on a 
fictionalised aftermath of the 2016 Presidential 
election. They filmed before the Las Vegas 
shooting happened in 2017 while gun violence 
in America continued to escalate as a public 
concern and had to delete scenes which were 
bleakly close to home. ‘Ryan graciously cut down 
a lot of the public shooting. It was a little intense. 
I think everyone handled it with gravity and 
sensitivity,’ he says today.

On Pose, too, he’s tapping into a masculine 
softness that feels subversive, new and also, 
perhaps, overwhelming. ‘I was excited by the fact 
that anybody who was transgender in the show 
was going to be played by a real transgender 
person,’ he recalls of reading the script. ‘I love 
authenticity and to be able to learn.’ Peters is in 
the minority on-set as a white cis man. He doesn’t 
relate to his character Stan at all. Stan is a guilt-
laden, unfulfilled, run-of-the-mill businessman 
who’s as much a victim of societal pressure as he 
is a participant in his own misjudgements. 

Peters brought his own confusion and 
neuroses to the portrayal. ‘I’ve been having an 
existential crisis for 15 years,’ he says. ‘I’m always 
questioning why things are the way they are. You 
wake up and go, “Why the hell am I here? Is this 
really what I wanna be doing?” Stan was having 
that crisis. He needs to follow his soul, listen 
to his inner voice, figure out what that is. It’s a 
confusing thing when you lose touch with your 
instincts. He’d suppressed who he was for so long 
that he didn’t know who he was any more.’

When asked if such roles make Peters feel freer 
or less pressured to portray a type of leading man, 
he refutes that he ever felt such pressure. ‘I’m 

‘You know what 
you’re getting into 

but then you’re 
there on the day 
sawing off a leg 
and it’s bizarre’
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t wasn’t until Peters met idiosyncratic writer/
director Ryan Murphy at an audition for 
American Horror Story that his Hollywood 
fortune began to change. With Murphy at 
the helm, Peters has developed a reputation 
for emotionally and physically extreme 
performances. American Horror Story, for 
instance, is Black Mirror for people who love 
Halloween. In the show Peters has played over  
a dozen characters, including a mentally 
disturbed ghost, Charles Manson, a serial killer, 
Andy Warhol, and a cult leader. The sex scenes 
he’s filmed have been steamy and grotesque, often 
at the same time. As Jimmy Darling (aka Lobster 
Boy), for instance, he pleasures women with his 
crustacean-shaped freakish claw hands. Murphy 
cast Peters again for Pose as businessman Stan 
who cheats on his wife with a transgender sex 
worker (played by the radiant Indya Moore).  
Of all the Murphy incarnations Peters has 
brought to life, none of them neatly check the  
box of poster boy all-American male. As  
a mentor, Murphy is hardly a man who plays  
it straight either.

‘When I first met Ryan everyone was in suits 
except for him. He was wearing this amazing 
outfit – a cool hat, shirt and the most expensive 
sweatpants you could ever buy. Just fabulous.’ 
Murphy’s hunger for collaboration combined 
with a sense of ease made Peters willing to be 
led by him, especially in unscripted moments. 
‘He writes on the spot,’ he says. ‘When we were 
shooting he’d say, “I have a great idea: let’s put you 
in the corner and we’re gonna pour blood all over 
your head.” And I was like, “Amazing!”’ 

The match for Murphy’s spontaneity on-set is, 
apparently, Lady Gaga. The superstar was a main 
character in Season Five, a series set in an art 
deco Los Angeles hotel, in which Peters played 
the depraved serial killer Mr James Marsh. ‘I’m 
sawing apart a dead body, then Lady Gaga walks 
in and I’m shocked: “Oh no, she’s found me out.”’ 
he recalls. ‘She walks over, and goes: “Next time, 
tell me first.” I was like, “This is crazy, what are 
we doing?” It was surreal. You know what you’re 
getting into but then you’re there on the day 
sawing off a leg and it’s bizarre.’ Lady Gaga, of 
course, is having a major moment in Hollywood 
right now. ‘My God, is she ever?!’ says Peters, 

trying to figure out what vulnerability is,’ he says. 
‘It’s such a crazy feeling that I can’t even describe 
it. Playing Stan was hard. Very hard. But it was 
a learning experience. I take all these roles as 
learning experiences. I’d hope that nowadays 
there’s more freedom to explore, tell great stories 
and play whatever part you want. Now more than 
ever people shouldn’t be pigeonholed.’
Peters is actually taking a sabbatical at the 
moment. Last summer’s interview was likely as  
a consequence of exhaustion. ‘I think it was a full-
on burnout,’ he says. ‘I’m gonna take a break, re-
group, decompress, get back in touch with what 
I feel like I wanna do. Not that I didn’t wanna do 
any of those roles – they’re exactly what I wanted 
to do. It was just zero to 100 instantaneously.  
I wanna play music.’ Peters doesn’t have a band, 
but he’d like to. When asked what his album 
of 2018 was, he responds with the 1969 album 
Green River by the classic Sixties rock band 
Creedence Clearwater Revival. ‘John Fogerty’s 
voice… It’s the best thing I’ve ever heard,’ he says.

Offscreen, Peters is engaged to Emma 
Roberts, a fellow rising actor who’s been circling 
stardom for a near-decade. In 2013 there was  
a press fracas after she was arrested for getting 
into a physical fight with him in a hotel room 
in Montreal. He didn’t press charges. Their 
Hollywood life sounds suitably less dramatic  
in 2019. A few nights before we meet, he attended 
the Golden Globes and sat with ‘the Mrs Maisel 
bunch’. ‘We had a funny table,’ he says. ‘[Some 
people] move to LA and get so jaded so quickly: 
“Golden Globes, whatever”. But I’m there texting 
my people like, “Hey mom, did you see me?”  
I’m still geeking out on it.’ By midnight, he was 
at home with a peanut butter and jelly sandwich 
watching Ben Stiller’s new series Escape  
At Dannemora.

When asked for Pose Season 2 spoilers, Peters 
claims to be totally in the dark, though Murphy 
has said it will spotlight the mainstreaming of 
ballroom culture with Madonna’s Vogue. He’ll 
be playing the manager and husband of cult 
Australian singer and activist Helen Reddy in 
indie biopic I Am Woman. On the other end of 
the spectrum, he’s excited about his role in the 
upcoming X-Men movie but insists that he’s just 
an extraneous piece of the furniture. ‘I’m a little 
guest spot,’ he says. ‘I’m not part of the A team.’ 
He’s not resentful though, just calmly awaiting 
the moment he gets to be in the same sentence 
as his own heroes. ‘I love to act,’ he says. ‘I wanna 
be a part of great movies with great directors and 
make great stories because I fucking love movies 
and TV. There’s a lot of let-downs.’

‘At the end of the day it’s worth it,’ he decides. 
‘All the getting kicked around, all the “no’s”. He 
smiles at himself. ‘Am I gonna quote Lady Gaga 
right now? There are gonna be 99 people in 
the room and only one [supports you],’ he says, 
laughing at his own joke. ‘But it’s true. It’s worth 
the 99 people saying fuck you.’  
‘X-Men: Dark Phoenix’ is out on 7 June. ‘Pose’ 
returns later this year
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